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Introduction
This summer, I created a database for star political candidates for the 2021 and 2015
Canadian federal elections. Around the world, individuals with fame in careers outside of
politics have jumped into the political arena and ran for office. This field is covered
extensively in countries like the United States and the United Kingdom, which have had
several high-profile candidates successfully win elections. The most obvious example of a
“star” candidate is that of Donald Trump given his status as a successful real estate mogul
who also presided over the immensely popular TV show, The Apprentice. In Canada,
however, there is little to no research on celebrity candidates, creating an obvious need to
develop a database. Through my research, I was able to reveal several insights surrounding
the nature of star federal candidates in Canada, including the typical profile of a star
candidate, their political allegiances, and the profile of the ridings they’re running in.
What is the typical profile of a Canadian “star” candidate?
When looking at Canadian politics, it is important to note that Canada is a smaller country
compared to larger democracies like the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Italy,
and Germany. Due to a smaller population and economy, there are naturally fewer
individuals occupying positions of fame and influence. In the previously mentioned countries,
there are larger pools of talent from which political parties can recruit. Given this, a Canadian
celebrity candidate does not necessarily fit in with what one would typically associate the
term “star” with. There still are individuals that meet the conventional definition of “star
candidate”. A good example of this is former Liberal Member of Parliament (MP) Bill
Morneau, who ran in the 2015 election; he was the chair of Morneau Shepell, the largest
Canadian HR firm and also chaired the C.D. Howe Institute, one of the most famous
think-tanks in the country. This is a person who has high-level connections while occupying
two major positions of power and influence. Nevertheless, the general profile of a Canadian
“star” candidate is someone with significantly less fame. Typically, they are someone who
has participated in lower levels of government, journalists, or local community organizers.
These are people who are influential in their local areas but do not receive major press
coverage nor do they have as much “flash” as candidates of the ilk of people like Adam Van
Koeverden, an Olympic gold medallist in canoeing who became the Milton MP in 2019. The
database for both elections includes many city councillors, mayors, and members of
provincial parliaments (MPPs). For example, former Hamilton Mayor and city councillor Bob
Bratina ran and won the 2015 election race for the Liberals in Hamilton East-Stoney Creek.
Provincial and municipal politics is among the most reliable sources of star talent for political
parties. Due to the fact they’ve already run in elections in the past and held public office,
there is greater name recognition and press coverage. Parties also turn to community
organizers that have been heavily involved in local initiatives. A good example of this is Sheri
Benson, an incredibly successful CEO of the Saskatoon United Way chapter who ran for the
NDP in the 2015 election in the riding of Saskatoon West. They are individuals who may not
be on the front page of the Toronto Star or Globe and Mail but are incredibly well-known in
their local communities. What is important to take from all of this is that Canadian “star”
candidates do not fit the conventional definition. Rather, they are people with lower profiles
who wield strong name recognition and goodwill in their local communities.
Are “star” candidates more prevalent in right-wing or left-wing parties?
The idea of a star candidate in Canada first became widespread in the 2015 election,
when the Liberal campaign attracted many high-profile individuals to run; 49.7% of all stars
identified in the 2015 election ran under the Liberals. The NDP and the Conservatives
represented roughly equal amounts of the stars in 2015 at 25.1% and 22.8% respectively. It
is a similar story in the 2021 election; a dominant Liberal Party with the Conservatives and
NDP accounting for similar portions of the database. Regardless, that still shows that “star”
candidates in Canada do tend to represent centre-left or left-wing parties. This could be due
to a variety of reasons. Firstly, university graduates tend to support left-of-centre parties; this
is a global political trend that has been mirrored in other countries. Graduates tend to
achieve higher positions of power and influence, thereby building the sort of profile that
political parties would want to recruit. Another reason behind this could simply be that star
candidates are a new trend and will in time reflect the Canadian political landscape. The
Conservative Party is the only major party representing centre-right to right-wing ideas in
Canada, and they tend to win between 30%-40% of the popular vote in Canadian elections.
That means that the remaining share of the vote is held by centre-left and left-wing parties
like the Liberals, the NDP, and the Green Party. Given that only six years have passed since
the 2015 election, this is a trend to keep a close eye on in the future.
What is the profile of the ridings in which stars compete?
A substantial proportion of the candidates in the databases ran in competitive ridings. A
common term in elections is the “parachute candidate”, in which the party selects an
individual to run in an area that they do not have any real connection with. While that does
exist in Canadian politics, it is less of a case with star political candidates. Many of them are
selected in hopes of providing the party with a boost in swaying local opinion, which may
lead to a major electoral breakthrough. In the database, there were many high-profile
candidates in areas that their party was looking to break into. For example, George Chahal
is a Calgary city councillor currently running for the Liberals in the riding of Calgary Skyview.
The Liberal Party has failed to make significant inroads in Alberta for many elections; in the
2019 election, the province did not elect a single non-Conservative MP. Given this, the
selection of Mr. Chahal to run in Calgary Skyview makes sense. He is a well-known
individual in the local community, which may drive voters to support him despite their
potential distaste for the Liberal Party. Furthermore, the mayors of Edmonton and Calgary
were both in the news because they were rumoured to be running for the Liberals in the
2021 election. Despite the fact they both later clarified that they were not entering federal
politics, it is another example of parties looking for star individuals in competitive areas.
Conversely, the Conservatives have many notable candidates running in Québec, a region
they have failed to make significant inroads in since the 1980s. In 2015, they successfully
recruited Gérard Deltell, the former leader of the Action Democratique du Québec, a
centre-right provincial party; he now is seeking reelection in the riding of Louis-Saint-Laurent.
Generally, the databases have shown that parties turn to star candidates to attract the
additional votes that are enough to win ridings.
Conclusion
My research efforts have helped build a stronger understanding of star political candidates
in Canada. I have found that they are vastly different from the typical definition of a “star”
profile, as they generally do not have as much name recognition. Rather, they are influential
in their local communities and use that to drive voters to the polls. Further, stars tend to
represent left-of-centre parties, with the Liberal Party dominant among the major parties in
Canada. Lastly, stars tend to run in competitive ridings in hopes of making electoral
breakthroughs for their parties. Nevertheless, star political candidates are still a very new
phenomenon in Canada and further research is needed to draw additional insights into their
nature.
